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could feel the cold, and mark with fear its result: a shorter
growing season.

This meant disaster, for population increase in the last
century had already reached a delicate balance with agricul-
tural techniques. Given the tools and methods of the time, the
clearing of productive land had already been pushed to its
limits. Without adequate irrigation and fertilizers, crop
yield could not be raised nor poor soils be made productive.
Commerce was not equipped to transport grain in bulk from
surplus-producing areas except by water.  Inland towns and
cities lived on local resources, and when these dwindled, the
inhabitants starved.

In 1315, after rains so incessant that they were compared to
the Biblical flood, crops failed all over Europe, and famine,
the dark horseman of the Apocalypse, became familiar to all.
The previous rise in population had already exceeded agricul-
tural production, leaving people undernourished and more
vulnerable to hunger and disease. Reports spread of people
eating their own children, of the poor in Poland feeding on
hanged bodies taken down from the gibbet.

In this ancient experiment were demonstrations that colder as well
as warmer weather can damage? also the length of the season as well as
the mean temperature is critical, transportation can alleviate hunger,
and the impact of changed climate is sharp at the poleward margin of
farming.

In 1886-1893 an American experiment was performed in the Middle
Border, and the Wayne Township (Kansas) Farmer's Club recorded the
results (Malin, 1936). Problems were met with full force because
movement into the region was swift during the most favorable weather of
30 years. After the farmers were settled, however, "Out of 471 acres
of fall wheat there is not wheat enough to cover 15 acres. All winter
killed." Although flooding was sometimes a problem, drought was the
major force. In 1886 Turkey wheat was not favored because millers did
not like it, but 4 years of hot summers and cold winters made the hardy
Turkey wheat the favorite. Although in 1885 the acreage of corn per
farm was four times that of wheat, by 1905 there were more than 3 acres
of wheat for every acre of corn. The predominance of grazing land over
cropland ran in cycles with the weather. A final adaptation was
flight: in 1895 a traveler across the County reported that it was
practically deserted. Enough people were left, however, for the
subject of "Rainfall and the Populist Party in Nebraska" (Barnhart,
1925).

The Dust Bowl of the 1930s was a natural experiment with results
dramatized in John Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath (1939), and drifting
soil is vividly remembered. The catastrophe was not only wilting of
crops: pests encouraged by the drought amplified the damage (National
Research Council, 1976).